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The tropics
and the East-Central European gaze
The natural world of Southeast Asia
in Polish and Serbian travel writings
Tomasz Ewertowski
ABSTRACT

The article analyses representations of the natural world in Indonesia and
mainland Southeast Asia in a corpus of Polish and Serbian travel writings for

perceptions of Southeast Asia, especially among travellers from very diverse
geography, representations of Southeast Asia, and tropicality. The study focuses
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INTRODUCTION
In this article, I shall analyse representations of the natural world in Indonesia
and mainland Southeast Asia in a corpus of Polish and Serbian travel writings

now address those queries, commencing with the last.
role in Polish and Serbian writings about the south-eastern parts of Eurasia.

vision of a geo-cultural map of Eurasia in one of his travel accounts:

Indian East, which stretches all the way through the Strait of Malacca to Singapore.
1

an all-encompassing term, a handy label for a plethora of cultures in various

this period suggests otherwise. Travellers did describe this region differently

1

All translations into English are my own, unless stated otherwise.

Tomasz Ewertowski, The tropics and the East-Central European gaze

3

aristocratic family which belonged to high echelons of the Austro-Hungarian
2
claimed that the man

of tropical regions. In the context of India, David Arnold captured this image
of the tropics in the following:

Europe, seasons of intolerable heat and enervating humidity (unrelieved by the
storms and crashing surf, and a predation and savagery in nature that ranged

3

of a distinctive image of the region. Of course, travellers also did not fail to
mention historical, cultural, political, and demographic issues, but it was the
portrayal of the exotic wildlife and climate which was essential to a general
image of Southeast Asia in Polish and Serbian travel writings.
natural world of Southeast Asia was an environment radically different
from their own, arousing both fascination and anxiety. However, the most
through descriptions of nature, which is why the particularity of Polish and

2
3

4
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lived under foreign rule, as did a large Serbian population resident beyond
Polish and Serbian points of view might diverge from the perspective of
describing his travels through Southeast Asia, formulated a sharp critique of

not forfeit Polish patriotism in his professional activity, even though he was
He even named newly discovered fungi after characters in Polish romantic
Anhellia, which
refers to a poem about Polish exiles in Siberia or Ordonia which alludes to a
European images of Southeast Asia are multi-layered and complicated

literature.

terminus ad quem is the
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and Serbian travellers perceived themselves as well as the lands they visited.

METHODOLOGY
This article is based on a corpus of travel accounts written by twenty Polish

general conclusions are based on a close reading of these accounts, although
therefore not all authors who were the object of my research will be referred to
insight into their experience and to enable readers to assess my interpretative
conclusions independently, this article includes extensive quotations which
the fact that in the period in question, Poles were more numerous than Serbs.4
On the one hand, the basis of my research is made up of texts published
in Polish or Serbian by the afore-mentioned authors and, while relatively

few other languages.
This group of travellers is very heterogenic, representing different

4
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The purpose and character of their travels to Southeast Asia were also

mentioned the heterogeneity of these travellers, it should also be noted that
century travelling far away from Europe was fairly uncommon for Polish
and Serbian female travellers. There are Polish and Serbian travel narratives
outside the timespan of the research presented in this article.
The travel accounts analysed are diverse in character. I understand travel
Of course, within such a broad scope,

real experience.
historical context, I shall try to show how nature in the tropics was imagined
by other scholars who have analysed travel writings, imaginative geography,
representations of Southeast Asia, and tropicality. Although I have already
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important set of terms and topics which allow a deeper understanding of

that, since the second half of the eighteenth century, in travel writings we
often encounter not a description of the actual environment but a vision of a

Imperial

eyes; Travel writing and transculturation
example of a critique of colonial and exploitative representations of the

tropics as the land of abundance. The notion of fecundity is connected with
the issue of exploitation of resources. In the nineteenth century, such opinions
that tropical peoples were indolent and inferior to Europeans, consequently
and terms which will be used in the analysis of Polish and Serbian travel

LUXURIANT TROPICS
Royal Netherlands East Indies Army, he was twenty-four years old but had
already had extensive military and travel experience, having served in the French

years of service in the desert. As noted by Pratt, in travel literature, arrival scenes

8
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a journey by train from Semarang to his military post in Salatiga:
The whole journey of several hours is beyond description. It seems to be one series
plantations. The train goes up and up in circles. Sometimes it passes by a precipice,
but even this precipice is an attractive spectacle, because it is full of bushes and

Here, the category of beauty is underpinned by pictures of tropical fertility.

tropical greenery, a sign of fecundity. Therefore, in the fragments quoted we do
not encounter any rhetoric of sublime and spectacular, wild nature, but rather
that of beauty. It should also be noted that the dominant aspect is aesthetic and,

his personal experience. He was a soldier who had received a rather limited

impression left on a European traveller by such lush greenery and plantation
agriculture.

soldier, this traveller had not enjoyed any university training but had had
concerned with his own adventures. Although he tries to provide his readers
8

which he described as paradise:

8
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better. If I could, I would never tear myself away from these beauties. (Milorad

so enchanting that it transcends merely being an object of observation, but has

through the rainforests of Siam has already adopted a different tone (see

understanding, and cannot easily be assimilated into the conceptual grid by
which the traveller usually organises his or her experience.

style of writing also strengthens the image of the tropics as that of otherness.

writings can be seen as examples of exoticism, understood as creating a reality

to be more analytical. For example, while describing the curiosities among the
oceanography, although he also hastens to say that his own point of view is that

with the observed tropical reality. He also pays more attention to the economic
exploitation of the natural world, which will be analysed later.
Another traveller who expressed enchantment with nature in the tropics

10
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became a member of the Serbian Academy of Science.
visible in his descriptions of the tropical verdure. He uses tropes similar to those
he described sailing through the Malay Archipelago using complex sentences
In the two days and two nights of a voyage through the Malay Archipelago, I just

In a manner fairly analogical to the examples previously analysed, the
natural world is described as so beautiful that it totally captivates the traveller

be concerned with either the past or the future.
literary apotheosis of the cultivated tropical landscape using superlatives and
comparisons:
but nowhere on Earth have I seen traces of a more diligent human hand! The eye

In this quotation we already encounter familiar tropes: being mentally
the overwhelming impression (in the next paragraph there is also a conventional
of exoticism. Here it should be noted that, in the passage quoted, cultivated
nature is again showered with praise. Travellers enjoyed the sights provided

all written in different styles but with similar tropes. This rhetoric was typical
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10

main profession this Polish traveller also tried his hand at writing and was an

writings. Here, however, I would rather focus on the general image of a tropical
[...] this picture of the unbridled power of life, which one sees there, surpasses all
notions based on [received] descriptions, surpasses all expectations. It is a simple
fact that the essential symptoms of the life of subtropical creatures are similar to
ours – after all, life, wherever found on our globe, always proceeds in an essentially
sways so powerfully that its details are far more visible and more readily perceived.
rapid course of life, its successive phases move immeasurably in full sight of the
eye of the beholder. Nature and its manifestations seem less shrouded in mystery

10

12
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This paragraph about the proliferation of life in the tropics uses various
stylistic means to convey the image of fecundity: cumulative sentences,

although he does not use scientific terminology in this paragraph, his
and hothouse atmosphere led to similar initial emotions in all the writers

landscapes of Southeast Asia offered a symbol of the poetry and power of past

This mechanism is even more visible in writings by another Polish biologist
11

articles there is an arrival scene, constructed with familiar tropes:
The expected sight of the equatorial land, covered from the sea shores to the
mountain tops with a dense, green layer of vegetation, so lush that it does not
an indescribable feeling.

inexpressibility and otherness. The general emotional feeling is not as
positive as in the examples analysed above, but the most important point is

11
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mounting humidity and torrential rain, presented as factors which determine

In this section, various images of tropical abundance and fertility are
enhanced by frequent use of tropes of inexpressibility, wonder and exotics to

embodies the concept of a perilous tropics, to be analysed in the next section.

PERILOUS TROPICS
fertility embodied by lush vegetation, images of a perilous tropics are more

14
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was tormented by the roars of beasts:

in cages, [hence it is much worse] in the silence of the night, when they might
by its voice. On this journey, I have already learned to distinguish the roar of a
tiger [or] a leopard, the trumpeting of an elephant, etcetera. I have just not been
able to become accustomed to their roars and their proximity. This shatters the
nerves so much that they cannot relax for a very long time, even after one has left

see them and yet this was enough to infect him with a lasting feeling of
distress. The traveller claims to have become so familiar with roars that he
can distinguish different species simply by their sound, but this familiarity
felt disturbed by the smell of an elephant he was riding besides suffering from
the tropical heat, the conclusion has to be that little remained of the image of a
tropical paradise. Here it is important to pay attention to the sensual dimension
between modern tourist practices and visual consumption, dating the birth

anthropological perspective, a traveller uses all his or her senses to explore the
sensations: he refers to the smell of elephants, roars of wild beasts, heat and
sultry weather. The luxuriant tropics analysed in the previous section are
sensations are unpleasant and even threatening.
Even though travellers might feel anxious in the vicinity of large predators,
saw a tiger in the wild only once and this encounter was rather anticlimactic:
the animal just ran across a road and, as the Polish traveller wrote, neither he

contribute to the image of tropical nightmares more as an idea rather than
as a reality. Actually, it was smaller animals that became a real nuisance. A
12

12
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A universal tropical plague concerned an even smaller organism than a

changes of clothes, but the nights were desperately tiring, all the more so because
it would be necessary to have several beds prepared in order to dry the sweat
mosquitoes: despite having cleaned the room in the evening and having swept
the curtain next to the bed, it was enough if a single mosquito remained inside
and one would get up after a sleepless night with burning and scabby blisters

travel account:
Any bigger movement before falling asleep is disastrous, because it increases
sudden movements when, despite all precautions, sometimes even more than

when suddenly, in the stillness of the night, near your ear you hear the singing
to sweat, and the [chance of] peaceful, refreshing sleep has already disappeared.

The aristocratic Sapieha frames this unpleasant situation in a discourse
on class relations because, besides complaints about the heat and mosquitos,
there is also an oblique criticism of the untrustworthiness of servants whose

Wacana

inconvenience, it also has huge consequences for the well-being of Europeans
in the tropics:
are debilitated, any trivial issue and there is illness from these battles with

discussion about the possibility of European settlements in the tropics, limits

contributed to the degeneration of local peoples. There was also an ongoing

A similar observation on the tropical climate as being harmful to Europeans

about the life of Europeans under the Equator:

complexions. [...] as soon as he gains wealth, every European immediately returns

It is important to notice a contrast between vibrant descriptions of tropical
suffering in the rigours of the tropical climate.

but dirty and unhealthy in his opinion. Eventually, he was diagnosed with

Tomasz Ewertowski, The tropics and the East-Central European gaze

of the environmental determinism and the theory that climate determines

enthusiastic descriptions of natural beauty, analysed in the previous section.
The soldier had suffered from malaria while serving in Algeria but he was
spared this malady in the East Indies, however he did have the opportunity

image of a malignant tropical epidemic. His account contains dramatic scenes

victims of the epidemic because they were so numerous that the bodies were
the attitude towards the dead.
been subjected to an arduous expedition and coming out of it unscathed, I
am counting every day before I can return to my country as soon as possible,
whereas here is an enemy more dangerous than all the Acehnese. And there is

insidious enemy, against which there was no form of defence. In the context
formulation which can be applied to the descriptions of Southeast Asia in
participation in Aceh war it is worth noting that he thought that the Dutch had

18
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the image of perilous nature.
years voyaging all around the world on various ships, including the seas of
Southeast Asia. His memoirs are mostly concerned with his sailing career and
contain few details about the lands he visited. It is an example of a narrative
13

pattern of the monsoons and mentions that the change of the monsoons is

typical of the region, is perceived from the distant vantage of a memoirist,
directness and immediacy:

verst

army, a manuscript containing his memoirs notes, poems and drawings is
Europe to the Russian territories in East Asia and the ship he boarded sailed
through Southeast Asia. Even though he considered the tropical vegetation in
introduces the image of a perilous tropics into his account. He complained
Natural disasters in Southeast Asia also include volcanic eruptions.

13
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of

as an object of study. Therefore, the image of dangerous natural phenomena
of precise, systematic information. There are also personal descriptions of
to sites of volcanic activity. In these fragments, he demonstrates his mastery of
This is how

from the sides do the roots and branches of the plants growing above reach it,
bottom, there are many dead insects and, between the withered roots, I saw the
The incredibly lush vegetation begins just a few metres above the empty
intertwine with larger trees in a tangle of plants so dense that it is impossible
dense carpet. It seems that an excess of carbonic anhydride in a depression at
of principal nourishment of plants, stimulates them into extremely luxuriant

the deadly valley, thereby transmitting not only the image of the perilous
tropics, but also of the tropics as lands of extremities. A similar trope – contrast

14

14

20
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she wrote about volcanoes:

and whirlwinds. At some moments an erupting cloud engulfs everything in a
depth appears, eternally toiling in a deadly, but nevertheless vigorous endeavour.

Nowhere do life and death seem as ruthlessly merged with each other as

geothermal energy which can be felt so directly from the volcano. From
description and cumulative sentences are employed in the service of a romantic

subject predominates over nature through the use of literary and intellectual

Wanderer above the Sea of Fog. There is

underground creative power could manifest itself on the surface through the
As we have seen in this section, images of the tropics as a paradise coexisted
travellers with the rhetoric of beauty, there were numerous phenomena
which arouse discomfort, anxiety and even fear: tropical beasts and no less
cyclones and volcanoes. Sapieha claimed that Europeans could not live below
the Tropics. Such a situation begs the question of why people would bother
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very telling that travellers tend to enjoy the view of plantations and cultivated
nature in general, both important from the economic point of view. In the
tropics, Europeans could get rich, so one of the most important features of the
which will be analysed in the next section.

EXPLOITED TROPICS
Smethurst, analysing changes in approach to nature in the eighteenth and
the nineteenth century, claims that the human attitude towards the natural

The development of the plantation economy and the export of tropical plants
from one region to another (coffee, tea, cacao went global only in the early

Polish and Serbian travellers, although not involved in any colonial activity,
also wrote from such a perspective.

he gave the following introduction to the region he visited:

muscatel, cloves – in a word, a land of roots and aromas. It is a land of precious

can be obtained there. The enumeration of goods creates the image of a rich
images of the Indies as a land of marvellous riches, exotic spices, precious
economy is rather absent from this vision, for example, coffee is not mentioned.

22
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opposition, luxuriant tropics versus perilous tropics, the former is replaced
by the image of the tropics as an area of potential economic exploitation.
The image of the exploited tropics was also conveyed in accounts which

about one iconic tropical plant, bamboo:
In the handicraft industry here, the manufacture of furniture woven from
all sorts of building supplies in ordinary huts and for scaffolding and rafters in
utensils, stripping the phloem from young bamboo to weave various objects, use

interesting how his writing convention, dominated by a utilitarian approach

acquaintances in Singapore was a German trader who was selling tropical
animals to Europe and importing horses to Singapore. In his residence, tiger

costs in Europe, and in Singapore, where everyone lives outside the city, good

However, in the fragment quoted in this paragraph, the exploitation of the
natural resources, fuelled by colonial capitalism, led to a degradation of tigers
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same metaphors and comparisons suggests some textual connections. It is
are. In the introduction, I have quoted Maria Noelle Ng who claims that
account is a palimpsest of various well-established representations.
To some extent the examples analysed above have an incidental character
to describe Southeast Asian reality, they are not systematic. In the corpus
analysed, we also encounter images of exploitation of the natural world as part
of a discourse on political economy and colonialism. In a short travel account

doctorate in law, served as a member of the German parliament and was also
an avid traveller as well as being an amateur historian and archaeologist. In

paints a critical portrayal of the inhabitants of this fertile land:

orientalist clichés:

24
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formed town militia, which was sent against them, ran away, only one former

also has an important function in the discourse on the exploitation of natural
was used in European writings about Southeast Asia to justify colonialism
but he does assign a few other negative qualities to them. Such people are

pieces of land and sugar or indigo on others and to do so without remuneration,
with the obligation to sell the yield from these crops to the government for a
predetermined very low price. The government proceeded to sell this produce
for triple and quadruple the price in Europe. Millions immediately began to
pour in but, as serf labour will never be free labour, the government has slowly
now only one [compulsory crop] remains, that is the cultivation of coffee. On its

arduous for him, he can leave his village and move to some other places or hire

The image of the fertile tropics combined with negative stereotypes of
at the beginning of this article, presents a similar apology for the exploitation

Tomasz Ewertowski, The tropics and the East-Central European gaze

policies in India and of Protestantism, he nevertheless described the Dutch

needed from the land so that they would not to starve.
The government then became a farmer: it cut down the virgin forests, taught

fruits of its entrepreneurship and a percentage of the capital it has invested in
or whether one imposes taxes on the land, the effect is the same for both sides.

bestow wealth and prosperity on the country, would not have been created [...]
happen to a child if he were freed from forced labour, either at school or on his

The fragment quoted is a model example of colonial rhetoric because in it

exploitation of natural resources is presented as something commendable, a

travellers, who did not have plantations and whose nation was under foreign
had limited sources of information and this was coupled with the fact that their
access to opinions critical of the exploitation of the Indies by the Netherlands,

Wacana

because they wrote their positive assessments of the colonial system as a
refutation, claiming that some people in Europe did not understand what the

particular wrote positively about the planters. Another reason might have been

It has been noted that Polish landowners did use to describe peasants in an
orientalist mindset, although this observation was made for Austrian Galicia,

17

Finally, we can speculate about the impact of the natural world itself. On the
tropical vegetation, travellers also often praised cultivated nature. On the other
hand, tropical nature was also perceived as otherness, often dangerous. This
system of cultivation which had brought wildlife under human control was
appreciated by two Polish travellers.18
Farish A. Noor argues that data-gathering in colonial Southeast Asia –
collecting information about local polities and their inhabitants, mapping
way of framing Southeast Asians as the others. This process was based on a
18
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their Polish readers, describing nature along the Enlightenment lines, whose
tone was that the exploitation of resources was a way to introduce order into
natives, unable to cultivate their fertile tropical world properly. The travellers
also simultaneously demonstrated their own sets of values and beliefs. Here
we can see how images of nature are associated with the question of identity,
the path we shall follow in the next section.

NATURE AND IDENTITY
newly discovered fungi using the names of characters in Polish romantic
wayang
organisms as an expression of Polish patriotism.
expressed through descriptions of nature, in which the biologist turned wildlife
reconstructed via analysis of the text, because the views of Dutch colonialism
on identity are most clearly traceable when we examine how travellers used

them and Europeans:
us, the people of the North, just as the nature of these sunny lands is different

eternal smile of the Sphinx, the man of the East seems to contain within himself
the surrounding nature he confronts us as a seemingly very different being, with

numbers are not given.

28
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Southeast Asians are as different from Europeans as tropical plants and animals
closeness of local people to nature, for example, he praises Malay gardeners for

gamelan, is preceded by a chapter about the

addition to the othering discourse, which presents Southeast Asian peoples as
radically different from Europeans, the Polish botanist perceives locals within
bound up with nature, so much so that even the sophisticated products of their

the tropical nature and traditional culture of Southeast Asia is contrasted with
the temperate climate and modern culture of Europe. Such an opposition can

people, so he wrote about theatre, music and ancient architecture with a
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The attitude of whites towards the indigenous peoples used to be downright
appalling, especially when the whole island laboured under forced serfdom,

attention-grabbing because of the juxtaposition of melancholy (etymologically

reappears a few times as a contrast to earthly reality.
commences with a depiction of the natural setting.
of white dust. Apparently, it has not rained here for several months, so the rich

A trope of lush tropical vegetation is employed, but only to be cancelled out
by a description of the aridity of the dry season and the omnipresent dust. This
dust also has a symbolic meaning, which will be interpreted later. After a short
paragraph about the setting, a description of the city and its people follow. This
travel account, portrayals of the locals are presented. The writer gives a lot
of information but most of it restricted to typical descriptions of clothes and
is etched on their faces and their lips reveal bitterness, simultaneously both

At this point the dynamic part of the chapter begins, a description of a
visit to the Kraton. A few days earlier Ramadan had ended and now it was the
surrounded by high walls the craton is now a very spacious and extremely

30
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to the depressing reality. The political manipulations of the Dutch of the rulers
In general, Dutch policy towards these last rulers does not follow the line of
it tries to provide them with everything except the slightest opportunity to have

important part is the ending of the chapter, and here again references to nature
play an important role:
The crowd began to disperse in streams, seeping into the sandy streets. There was
on the picturesqueness stripped of its spontaneity, on the spreading stigmata of

This whole chapter analysed is based on a curious game of parallels and
to foreign rule. The bright tropical sun is contrasted to a life of melancholy.
them up with a few anti-colonial statements, and yet her writing style, employing
symbols borrowed from the natural world, is much more suggestive and
memorable.
one which emerges when we read the fragment analysed in the context of the

which is, she claims, now crumbling. Furthermore, a patriotic dimension of her
In her foreword, she states that, at the time she was travelling, there was still no
as she journeyed through these tropical lands:
Then [my] ear, in the mingled murmur of the most varied voices, discerned the
slowly rising protest against violence and [my] eyes, in all the harm and suffering
they encountered, saw a resemblance to the fate of the distant Homeland. And
everywhere, on land and on the ocean, in the glowing subtropical light and in
the splendour of starry nights, Poland appeared at the bottom of the heart [...].

Tomasz Ewertowski, The tropics and the East-Central European gaze
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Struggle for independence was one of great topics of Polish literature in the
widespread images of passivity and degradation under subjugatio.20 In the

21

CONCLUSIONS
In this article I have analysed different representations of the natural world in
both Polish and Serbian travel writings. My enquiry into images of wildlife,
their main visions of the tropics.
Firstly, travellers wrote about the lush vegetation, fertile soils, and the
beauty of the landscapes, thereby constructing an image of the luxuriant
tropics. Polish and Serbian visitors were elated by the tropical verdure
and their impressions were conveyed using such tropes as wonder and
many of the examples quoted praise cultivated nature. Another interesting
similar tropes in a variety of ways. Simple, down-to-earth admiration in the
Secondly, the tropics were seen as an area burdened with unbearably hot
and humid climate, infested with wild beasts and insects, plagued by deadly
diseases and natural disasters, in a word, the perilous tropics. Some accounts

philosophy of nature.
Thirdly, the natural world was also seen as an area of potential exploitation.
Fertile soils could be exploited economically, while rare plants and minerals,
even tigers, were seen as valuable commodities. One aspect of this vision of
20

21
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the tropics is a description of the natural world from a utilitarian perspective:
made similar comments about coral, rattan and trading in animals. Two
exploitation of the tropics. Their discourse combined the image of tropical

fungi after characters in Polish romantic literature. Descriptions of nature were
connected with their tropical environment led to a discourse on othering, in

compassion.
Now at the end it is time to return to the question posed in the introduction:
available in other languages, examining accounts written by travellers who

environment with all their personal biases and interests and cultural prejudices

accounts widely diverse in style and content, but with the latter inserting into
his otherwise very personal narrative some stories analogous to those told
by the former, thereby showing how representations depended as much on
the observed reality and persona of the observer as on previous texts. This
Polish or Serbian perspective but, by studying Polish and Serbian images of the
under consideration.
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